THE REACTION FROM LAISSEZ-FAIRE
ground that it would involve a diminution of over two
million pounds in the total annual production. This won
the retort from another member that it were 'better to give
up the cotton trade altogether than to draw such a sum out
of the blood and bones and sinews of these unfortunate
children.' Apart from humane sentiment, the argument
based on profit overlooked the fact that the cost of production
does not depend upon the actual hours of labour but upon
capacity; and experience has shown that the reduction of
hours within reasonable limits makes the operative more
efficient as well as more careful in the handling of machinery.
Further some manufacturers were ready to accept shorter
hours, and well-organized mills were ahead of statutory
enactments. State regulation had the effect of protecting
the good employers from the bad; it served to prevent the
latter covering up their incompetency by the exploitation of
their workpeople. In brief the industrial legislation which
sprang out of the social problems created by the inventions
was intended to reduce order from chaos, and to school the
producers of wealth in the wholesome habits of discipline
and self-restraint.
The force of circumstances proved too strong for the
opponents of factory reform. We have seen that the early
nineteenth century was an era of intense unrest when the old
landmarks were being submerged in a torrent of industrialism
and the frame of society seemed in process of disintegra-
tion. The need for extensive readjustments compelled the
government to intervene once again in economic affairs. The
drift towards laissez-faire was arrested, and the control of the
state over the productive agencies was once more reasserted.
As the evils evoked or intensified by the use of machinery
attracted attention, they afforded a convincing demonstra-
tion that the accumulation of wealth in the hands of mer-
chants or manufacturers was inadequate by itself to fulfil the
requirements of national well-being. The invention of
machinery had solved the problem of production, yet it still
remained necessary to solve the problem of distribution
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